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I will address the management of archives as a University Archivist with 
responsibility for two specific collections at the Australian National University: 
the University Archives and the Noel Butlin Archives Centre. The University 
Archives are what archivists refer to as ‘in-house’, that is, the archives of the 
institution itself, while the Noel Butlin Archives Centre collects other people’s 
archives: the archives of Australian businesses, trade unions, industry bodies and 
professional organisations. I will also speak briefly about a new collecting 
initiative, the Pacific Research Collection.  
 
The Australian National University first appointed a University Archivist in 1998 
– the University had then been in existence for 52 years. Its antecedents which 
include the Australian Forestry School, the Mount Stromlo Observatory and the 
Canberra University College dated from the 1920s and 1930s so there were 70 
years of records out there somewhere. So the early years of the University 
Archives have by necessity concentrated on ‘saving’ various collections which 
invariably come to light once there is an archives, and as buildings are 
refurbished, storerooms cleared and former staff pass on or move house. It is 
only in the last year that a formal collecting policy has been drafted.  
 
A collecting policy works in two ways: promoting to those who hold records 
what the archives is interested in acquiring and indicating what is not collected – 
this is important for potential depositors as it allows us to explain to them in a 
polite but firm way why we aren’t interested in records they are offering. 
Publishing a collecting policy also informs other institutions who may be offered 
material whether or not it is worth referring the material to us. Developing a 
policy also allows for dispassionate reasoning to take place, removed from the 
rush of needing to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to material which is about to be thrown in the 
incinerator or recycling bin. It is also a useful brake on the rampant collecting 
which sometimes afflicts archivists. 
 
When I speak of developing a collecting policy for the University Archives it 
may seem obvious what an in-house archives should collect – the records of the 
university which are deemed valuable for future research. So let me briefly cover 
the obvious: the minutes of the Council and its Committees and policy files of the 
administration which are retained by the Archives as evidence of University 
business (who decided what and when) and that demonstrate the University’s 
accountability to government, to taxpayers, to benefactors, staff and students and 
the community in general. I won’t dwell on these because there are well-
established principles (and disposal authorities) for retaining these. I’d rather 
talk about records which might not be obviously kept; these include records: 
• of academic and administrative staff 
• of students 
• with local significance 
• which document the fringes or ‘the other’.  
 
While administrative processes are documented in the agenda and minutes of a 
variety of Committees and Faculty Boards and formal files, the real business of 
the University, research and teaching, is often documented by individual 
academic staff and departmental units and not within the central recordkeeping 
system. Whether these records are retained or destroyed, kept in some sort of 
order or not, put on files or just kept in large piles of paper about the office, taken 
home or stored in the garage or shed, has often been left to the discretion of the 
individual academic staff member.  
 
Of course, the University Archives does not wish to be offered the contents of 
every academic’s office (or home study, garage or shed) on their retirement or 
death. In framing the collecting policy a distinction needs to be made using 
words such as ‘research of national significance’ and ‘significant teaching 
materials’. While for some academics there are positive markers such as Nobel 
prizes and significant promotions, there are many below that rank – many with 
long and distinguished careers. Selecting the most significant of these (both the 
people and the records) can verge on guesswork particularly in disciplines with 
which the archivist is unfamiliar. An academic’s publication record gives some 
indication but even if you decide the person is someone whose records you 
would be interested in, it can be almost impossible to distinguish whether their 
research notes actually add value to their published record and whether the 
research data they have already mined can support further research work.  
 
In collecting academics’ papers the ANU is disadvantaged by its neglect in the 
past – the papers of many early ANU academics are already held by the National 
Library and other institutions which filled the vacuum caused by the absence of a 
University Archives for 50 years. But it’s not the records they hold that concern 
me, it’s those that didn’t make the cut of ‘a person of national significance’ and so 
the records weren’t accepted by the National Library. Where are those records 
now – were they destroyed or are they still under the bed? 
 
In the last few years the Archives has been successful in acquiring the papers of 
some early ANU academics. We have recently received those of Dr Eric Fry 
which document in particular his teaching over a period of 30 years, as a junior 
lecturer at the University of New England through to Reader of History at ANU.  
 
The university also seeks the papers of administrative staff. This is because many 
so-called ‘private papers’ are not private at all but official papers relating to 
offices held by that person. And it seems the higher the office the more difficult it 
is to distinguish between what are private and what are official papers.  
We have a number of ‘personal’ collections in the University Archives which are 
in fact the ‘bottom-drawer’ collections of senior staff – the ‘bottom drawer’ being 
where you file papers which are too confidential to put on the confidential file. 
Of course these are actually official records - though a conscious decision was 
taken not to include them in the official file. Similarly, before the ANU had its 
own University Archives a number of ANU senior staff deposited their ‘personal 
collections’ at the National Library although their records are a direct result of 
their official position as Vice-Chancellor. 
Documenting student learning and other activities is a challenge. We have the 
records of academic boards, degrees committees, examiners’ reports for theses 
and the curriculum for each course is set out each year in the Handbook. The 
University Library retains copies of past examination papers as well as copies of 
doctoral theses. We also retain the student files of our more famous alumni, and 
a master set of the student newspaper. Collecting the records of University clubs 
and societies is another way to document the experience of being a student (for 
instance, we have the records of the ANU Choral Society but there are many 
more societies to collect from).  
 
Earlier I mentioned that the University’s administrative records are well 
regulated through the application of disposal schedules, but before University 
Records actually destroys files due for destruction under those authorities, the 
lists are referred to the University Archives. The process which follows is 
imprecise but worth doing – the lists are checked for file titles which indicate the 
quirky, the interesting, the intriguing, in fact anything not mainstream. Last year, 
files on ‘Bush Week incidents (Part 1 and 2)’, and the administration of the 
English test for overseas students (a process not unlike the Immigration 
department’s dictation test) were retained, among others, so this is another 
means of retaining documentation of student activity. 
 
Another strand in the collecting policy is records of local significance – ie 
relevant to the land currently occupied by the University. There is both a 
continuing business need to know about past activities which impact on current 
use (eg location of any hazardous waste or fill) as well as a cultural need to 
understand past uses of the land to identify historically significant or sacred 
sites, or just to identify why particular trees are where they are.    
 
All these collecting strands are fairly mainstream but I now want to talk about 
documenting ‘the other’. And when I speak about documenting ‘the other’ in the 
ANU context the ‘other’ is definitely female.  
 
Over its 60-year history, there have been no female Chancellors, Vice-
Chancellors, or University Librarians (I should note that the University Archivist 
has only ever been a woman). Up until 1995 there had been no female head of a 
Research School – these are just some examples of a much longer list of positions. 
 
From 1951 to 1968 Senator Dorothy Tangney was the only woman on the ANU 
Council. In 1968 the Council consisted of one female and 37 men. So I would like 
to be able to document not just the decisions of that Council but her experience 
attending Council meetings for eighteen years as the sole woman. Her papers in 
the National Library consist of 39 boxes and I’m hoping there will be some 
reference in them to her service to the ANU. 
 
When Senator Tangney completed her term, the Council resolved to refer her 
eighteen years’ service to the Naming Committee to consider ‘an appropriate 
way of commemorating Senator Tangney’s association with the University’. The 
minutes of the Naming Committee indicate that the matter was not formally 
considered by it, but in 1970 a document was circulated listing over 100 names of 
people to be considered for commemoration on campus through the naming of 
buildings and streets. Senator Tangney was not among them. Of the over 100 
names, there was one woman: Patricia Tillyard a member of the Council of the 
Canberra University College and she is described as ‘wife of Dr RJ Tillyard, chief 
entomologist, CSIRO’. 
 
In 1954 this University awarded its first (non-honorary) degrees: three PhDs and 
one Master of Arts. The Masters was awarded to a woman Susan Elizabeth 
Liesching. In the examiners’ report there is reference to her PhD candidature 
converting to a Masters. Of course I’d like to know more about her as ANU’s first 
woman graduate but she was ‘Miss’ in 1954 and may have changed her name as I 
haven’t located any further reference to her. So at this stage her academic career 
at the University is documented by a copy of her thesis and the examiners’ 
reports on it.  
 
The first female professor Hanna Neumann, Professor of Mathematics in School 
of General Studies was appointed in 1964. At that time there were 337 male 
academic staff and 32 women. As with Senator Tangney I would like to be able to 
document her experience as the sole woman on a Faculty Board and other 
committees she served on. Her 9 boxes of papers are at the Basser Library at the 
Australian Academy of Science. 
 
In 1983 the University appointed an EEO consultant, Marion Sawer (now 
Professor) and the records of that consultancy are in the University Archives.  So 
there will be some record of the female experience of the University at that time, 
but the challenge remains: how to document those who did not have an official 
voice and were confined to minor roles in the administration. 
 
The development of the collecting policy of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre has 
been another interesting process. Starting in the early 1950s Noel Butlin, 
Professor of Economic History and his colleagues in the Research School of Social 
Sciences, staked out an early claim for the collecting territory. Even today, the 
National Library does not acquire the records of businesses, trade unions, and 
employer organisations as a result of an early agreement between the 
institutions. Today the NBAC is the largest business and labour collection closely 
followed by the University of Melbourne Archives (which specialises in the 
Victorian economy) with the University of Wollongong and the Mitchell Library 
being other collectors in the area. The collections held by the UNSW Industrial 
Relations and Labour History Archives which have been virtually inaccessible 
for some years will be progressively transferred to the Noel Butlin Archives 
Centre later this year. 
 
Even with the formal and informal agreements between institutions relating to 
collecting in particular subject areas, geography is often the key – not many 
records cross the Nullabor, the Simpson Desert or Bass Strait: the Battye Library 
of West Australian History, the Northern Territory Archives Service, and the 
Archives Office of Tasmania collect business and labour records in those states 
and the strengths of our collections are the national operations, and those in New 
South Wales, Queensland and South Australia. 
 
There are other overlaps in collecting policies between institutions – and this is 
best illustrated by an example: Bob Hawke was a postgraduate student here at 
ANU and we have retained his student file in the University Archives, but in the 
Noel Butlin Archives Centre we have the records of the Australian Council of 
Trade Unions including the records of every President of the ACTU except for 
Bob Hawke (1969-1980). His ACTU records are in the Bob Hawke Prime 
Ministerial Library at the University of South Australia, while his Prime 
Ministerial papers are held by the National Archives.  So despite our collecting 
policies there are some people whose collections ‘belong’ or at least end up in 
several places. 
 
But do archives collect what historians want? In answering this question I could 
provide the answer that I think some historians suspect is the truth: archivists 
appraise records and divide them into two piles, the records that historians want 
and those that are not much use to anyone, and then destroy the former and keep 
the latter. It must certainly seem that way when an archives responds that it has 
all the minutes and agenda papers of the Council meeting, but it doesn’t have 
any record of the discussion and dissension that led to the diplomatic and bland 
wording of the decision. This is equally true of the records of Federal Cabinet as 
it is of the Australian National University Council.  
  
Archivists may be able to influence the creation of records within their own 
institutions but in the end we are reliant on the business processes of institutions, 
whether our own university, or companies, unions and other organisations 
whose records we collect to deliver the records that historians might want to use. 
So one defence is you can’t collect records that were never created – even if you 
think they should have been.  
 
In deciding what to keep and what to let go, archivists try to foresee both the 
continuing business use as well as possible future research use, and in this we 
are hampered by our need for economic reasons to make decisions now about 
records which may not be available for research for another 20 to 25 years. 
What’s newly available today reflects the choices of archivists made in the 1970s 
and 80s. Commonly the development of disposal authorities involves 
consultation with the creators of the records and with potential users to assess 
their significance, but it is difficult for anyone to predict changes in research 
directions or trends. Archivists are more aware now of the records that historians 
want but that doesn’t bring back the census returns destroyed throughout the 
20th century.  
 
An example from the Noel Butlin Archives Centre: the early company records 
were selected by economic historians so the ‘social history’ and genealogical 
information – staff records – were not always retained. Similarly union 
membership records were not always accepted in the past, but luckily we did 
retain the membership index for the Waterside Workers Federation. Deciding to 
keep these index cards (which give very scant information such as name, 
address, dues paid and when), at one time might have been seen as only 
retaining information about people which was not very significant or already 
available elsewhere. In fact, they are now one of the few ways in which a former 
wharfie can prove that he was exposed to asbestos – that he worked on particular 
wharves where asbestos products were loaded and that his asbestosis is therefore 
a result of his employment. This illustrates how research needs can be 
unpredictable: but once research needs are identified archives do respond. 
 
Despite how it may sometimes appear, an archivist’s aim is to give access to 
archives rather than restrict access. But providing access often involves balancing 
‘the right to know’ (enshrined in the Commonwealth Archives Act which applies 
to University records) and ‘the right to privacy’ of the person the information is 
about. The Privacy Act doesn’t apply to Commonwealth records over 30 years 
old but there is a ground for exemption from public access in the Archives Act 
that refers to ‘unreasonable disclosure of personal affairs’. In the university 
context, in an atmosphere of academic enquiry and exploration, in fact very little 
is restricted and then usually only because it is not yet 30 years old. Even then 
the University can choose to release information ‘where it can properly do so’.  
 
When requesting access to University Archives researchers are asked to agree 
that the permission of the University Archivist will be sought before publication 
of research based substantially on the University’s records. A similar condition of 
access applies to records held in the Noel Butlin Archives Centre with 
researchers asked to agree to submit their manuscript to the Archives before 
publication. Most of the records held in the NBAC do not belong to the 
University but to the companies and organisations who created them. In fact 
only a handful of these ask to see the manuscripts as a matter of course and their 
concern is about the effect of bad publicity on their current business. There is no 
legislative requirement for them to keep these records, let alone make them 
available for research, so it seems reasonable to me that the price of this is a say 
in what is published about them. It also gives Archives staff the opportunity to 
discuss the work with the researcher before publication in ways that are usually 
of great assistance to the researcher: for example, correcting citations. 
To conclude, a brief mention of the Pacific Research Collection: the International 
Centre for Excellence for Asia-Pacific Studies has recently seed-funded this 
collection to be based at the Menzies Library where the Archives is also located. 
A Pacific Archivist will be jointly funded for three years by ICEAPS, the Research 
School of Pacific and Asian Studies and the Division of Information of which the 
Archives is part. One driver has been the growing collections in the Research 
School of Pacific materials and data collected on research trips. Bringing these 
collections under the aegis of the University Archives ensures their survival 
through suitable storage and documentation of their provenance. The funding 
allows cataloguing, digitisation and promotion of their existence and also allows 
access to them to be appropriately managed. Promotion of the collection will also 
encourage use of other Pacific-related collections in the Noel Butlin Archives 
Centre, for instance the records of Burns Philp and CSR Limited.  
 
